
EDITOR’S NOTE: U.S. Senate Minority Leader Mitch McConnell, R-Ky., is
locked into a tight re-election campaign against Kentucky Secretary of State
Alison Lundergan Grimes. McConnell recently sat down with the New Era
Publisher Taylor W. Hayes, Editor Eli Pace and Opinion Editor Jennifer P.
Brown to discuss issues important to the southern Pennyrile region, why he
thinks voters should give him another term and Washington politics .

Hayes: You know the importance of
Fort Campbell to the state, to this commu-
nity and to our neighbors to the south.
Can you protect Fort Campbell from troop
reductions while other military installa-
tions will see their troop levels reduced?

McConnell: The fundamental problem
is the defense sequester. I negotiated the
fiscal cliff  deal with Joe Biden and the ad-
ministration insisted on the level of  de-
fense sequesters we ended up with. I
think it’s pretty clear now in the wake of
six years of  the reality of  the world that
taking the army down to 450,000 is foolish
and not consistent with the security
needs of  the country.

So beyond Fort Campbell, how much of
an Army do you want in general? I don’t
think 450,000-person military fits the
threat … You look at (ISIS, Syria, Iraq,
Russia and Ukraine, Afghanistan), all of
that, and you conclude that America leav-
ing power vacuums doesn’t work, doesn’t
work for us and doesn’t work for the
world. And it’s certainly inconsistent
with a decision to go down to a 450,000-
person military, which even threatens a
totally stable, outstanding base like Fort
Campbell, particularly.

When you heard rumors of  a combat
aviation brigade, other rumors, whatever
— so your question was what difference
does it make, I assume, who gets elected
to the Senate? We’ve had one other party
leader in the Senate in our history —
Alben Barkley led the Democrats in the
30s and 40s and myself  — and I have a
better than 50/50 shot at being the major-
ity leader of  the Senate next year, not the
leader of  the minority, which I’ve been so
far.

If  the Senate changes hands, you will
eliminate the single biggest impediment
in Congress to restoring a significant por-
tion of  the defense sequester, which will
restore a number of  cuts that are being
made to the Army, which obviously helps
Fort Campbell. I can’t think of  an issue
that would not benefit more for having
the change that I hope the American peo-
ple are ready to make this fall than Fort
Campbell, and of  course, having a Ken-
tuckian …  be the agenda-setter in the
Senate for the country. 

Fort Campbell is such a spectacular fa-
cility anyway. It has a lot going for it, in-
cluding a lengthy airfield, the 101st, a
storied history, but beyond that, the
biggest threat overall is the shrinking size
of  the Army and that is not likely to be re-
versed unless the Senate changes.

Brown: Where do you stand on Oba-
macare? Repeal it, alter it, something else?

McConnell: Repeal it. Let me just give
you the consequences so far: $700 billion
in Medicare reductions … We need to re-
member what Obamacare was all about;
it was about the uninsured. It was esti-
mated we had 40 million uninsured in the
country, 85 percent of  Americans had
health insurance, most of  it they liked,
and 15 percent did not.

Who were the 40 million? About half
were young and healthy and thought they
were going to live forever … The other
half  had a genuine affordability problem.
So this was about insurance. And it was
about partisanship ... This bill was totally
partisan, and the reason it ended up that
way was, after the 2008 election, our
friends on the other side ... could do what-
ever they wanted to, and they did it their
way. So here’s what they did in order to
deal with the uninsured — a 2,700-page
bill. The subsidies for those who are unin-
sured paid for by $700 billion over the
next 10 years in Medicare reimbursement
reductions to hospitals, nursing homes,
home health care and the like; a tax on
medical devices, stints, wheelchairs; a tax
on health insurance premiums. That’s a
$1 trillion hit on the providers of  health
care and all the rest of  us. 

On the consumer side, the government
is now treating the health insurance in-
dustry like a regulated utility, telling them
what they can sell. The inevitable result
of  that is higher premiums, higher co-
pays, higher deductibles. 

So people are having to buy insurance
after having insurance policies canceled
that aren’t as good as the ones they used
to have and typically don’t fit their needs

because they aren’t custom-crafted any-
more, they’re just set, government-pre-
scribed policies that you can buy ... If  I
could get rid of  it tomorrow I would.

If  you look at Kentucky, the governor,
apparently, in this state can unilaterally
expand Medicaid. One way of  looking at
what happened, is Medicare, a program
for the elderly, was used as a piggyback to
provide health insurance for those who
are not old and not poor.

If  they were poor, they would be eligible
for Medicaid. If  they were poor, they
would be eligible for Medicare. So they
took $700 billion away from an elderly pro-
grams in order to subsidize programs for
people who are not old and not poor, but in
order to increase the pool for those that
are eligible for Medicaid the Supreme
Court said that had to be voluntary, so ap-
parently in Kentucky the governor can do
that all by himself. 

Kynect is a website. That’s all it is. With
or without Obamacare, any state can have
a website and a couple did before. The
Medicaid eligible issue, if  the state wants
to continue it, they can. But the impact on
the state is going to be enormous because
the federal government, in order to entice
the state into expanding Medicaid, picks
up the tab for the first three years. Start-
ing in 2017, the 100 percent match goes
down ... The state is looking at something
like a $250 million problem when the 100
percent match goes away.

Sorry for the lengthy answer, but I think
it is a huge, huge mistake.

Pace: What core principles are so im-
portant to you that you would never
waiver in your support of  them even if  it
meant losing your office?

McConnell: I’ll give you an example
that everybody thought I was quite fool-
ish. It was very, very fashionable 10 or 15
years ago — you’re pretty young but you
might remember it — it was an absolutely
outrageous series of  flag burnings.

Everybody was outraged about it. It was
considered a disrespectful act to the coun-
try. And there was an effort in Congress
to pass a constitutional amendment to
prohibit flag burning. I voted against it
and had to explain it to lots of  veterans
groups ... When I got done, I think about
half  of  them agreed with me. I started by
saying, ‘Look, this is what y’all fought to
preserve, and the Bill of  Rights is not
about protecting the majority, it’s about
protecting the minority.

‘Every one of  the Bill of  Rights is re-
lated to protecting the minority actually
against the majority, and offensive speech
is something a free society that we ought
not to be targeting.’ I said, ‘in addition to
that, there’s a practical problem because,
if  you look at flag etiquette, the way you
destroy a flag appropriately is to burn it,
so who decides what’s an inappropriate
burning and who doesn’t?’

Frankly, there were just barely enough
senators willing to oppose that to defeat it.
Had the constitutional amendment
cleared the Congress, it would have
cleared the states. And we would have
taken a chunk out of  the First Amend-
ment for the first time since James Madi-
son drafted the Bill of  Rights. It sounds
self-serving to say it, but I think it was
pretty gutsy. We have a lot of  veterans in
this state. It was hard to explain. The easy

path would have been to go with the flow.
Pace: It’s been reported you said at a

fundraiser that you would not consider a
vote to raise the minimum wage, but in an-
other interview, you said you would allow a
vote on raising the minimum wage if  you
were to become the majority leader. What
is your position on the minimum wage?

McConnell: I’ve consistently said I’m
opposed to it, both privately and publicly,
and I’ll tell you why. The Congressional
Budget Office, an independent arm of
Congress not run by the Democrats or the
Republicans, said that raising the mini-
mum wage, as my opponent and president
have recommended, would cost the coun-
try between a half  a million and 1 million
jobs. What I have said is that I have occa-
sionally in the past supported a minimum
wage increase when I thought the econ-
omy could take it and when we could put
with it some kind of  tax abatement that
benefits the companies that are going to
be laying off  the most people.

Independent studies have indicated it
will cost Kentucky about 17,000 jobs. Now
if  you landed a plant with 17,000 jobs, it
would be on the front page of  every news-
paper in Kentucky, including yours. I
can’t think of  a worse time to be destroy-
ing 17,000 Kentucky jobs than now… I did-
n’t say anything behind closed doors that
I haven’t said publically, unlike my oppo-
nent who has been courting anti-coal peo-
ple around the country… I think (raising
the minimum wage) is a bad idea. If  I’m
setting the agenda in the Senate, it will
not be on the agenda.

Hayes: That leads into my next question
about coal. It’s consumed a large portion
of  this election. Can federal policy actually
reverse the decline in Kentucky coal?

McConnell: First of  all, it’s good thing
that America is now the No. 1 natural gas
producer in the world. In all likelihood, by
2020, North America — meaning Mexico,
U.S. and Canada — will be independent
from an oil point of  view. But the war on
coal is about global carbon emissions —
put another way global climate change.

The president said, before he came to of-
fice, that he thought that was a serious
problem that needed to be addressed. He
tried to get Congress to pass what’s called
a cap and trade bill in the first two years
when he had total control of  the Congress
— that’s when he got Obamacare, Dodd-
Frank, the stimulus, all the rest — (but)
couldn’t get it. He had 60 votes in the Sen-
ate, couldn’t get it passed.

So there was considerable resistance
obviously, even among democrats, to
doing it. Now, he’s trying to do it through
the EPA, and there are two regulations.
One of  them guarantees that there will
never be another coal-powered genera-
tion plant built in the country and the sec-
ond one targets existing coal plants ...
And that’s why this administration needs
to be stopped if  at all possible … What can
we do to stop him?

The only thing that will move us in a
different direction would be to change the
Senate… What we will do, if  we’re in the
majority, is we will literally write into the
bills funding the EPA restrictions on what
they can do. The power of  the purse is the
one real power that the Congress has.

The president has a lot of  latitude in our
system. All these people work for him, and

he can do whatever they want to. Our way
to push back against that is to restrict
their funding and engage in oversight
sight hearings where you call them up and
say, ‘Why did you do this?’ and ‘Why did
you do that?’

We’re going to try to stop the war on coal
because coal will have a future. The ques-
tion is will it have a future in this country.
No serious person thinks coal will not be
a part of  the mix for a very long time.

Hayes: Should Congress pass legisla-
tion making it more difficult for U.S. cor-
porations to move their headquarters to
foreign counties as a way to reduce their
tax obligations?

McConnell: Let me tell you what we
ought to do. This is a potential area of
agreement by the way. We now have the
highest corporate tax rate in the world…
That is the quickest way to export jobs.
Rather than piecemeal tax efforts to try to
punish this group or punish that group,
what we really ought to do is address
again the issue that Reagan and Tip
O’Neill addressed very effectively 30
years ago on a bipartisan basis. There
was a major scrub of  the tax code lower-
ing the rates and removing a lot of  the
preferences. The president says we need
to do it. We say we need to do it.

The biggest impediment, honestly, has
been the Democratic Senate because
Harry Reid and Chuck Schumer, who’s
like the No. 2 guy in the Democratic Sen-
ate, don’t want to do it unless we turn it
into a tax increase. When Reagan and Tip
O’Neill agreed to do it, they agreed it
would be revenue neutral to the govern-
ment… And so Reid and Schumer are say-
ing we want $1 trillion in scoreable
revenue as a condition to do it. Well, that’s
not the way it was done 30 years ago.

Actually, this is an issue in which the
president would actually benefit from the
Senate becoming Republican because we
really want to do it and we mean it. 

Brown: If  you’re re-elected and if  you
become Senate majority leader, what leg-
islation would you move through Con-
gress that’s not being dealt with now?

McConnell: Well, I just mentioned one
of  them. My first choice would be to see
what things we can agree on with the ad-
ministration. I know it’s kind of  counter-
intuitive, but I’ve said this frequently, let
me go over it again.

We’ve had divided government a lot in
this country. A lot. Reagan had eight
years, never controlled the House. Clin-
ton, for six of  his eight years, didn’t con-
trol the House or the Senate. I’m going to
mention four significant things that hap-
pened during that period that they found
they could agree on ... So just because the
American people choose divided govern-
ment doesn’t mean they don’t want any-
thing to happen. What I think they’re
saying is, ‘Search for the things you can
agree on.’ A very important one I’ve al-
ready covered — comprehensive tax re-
form — the other one, the one time I stood
up during the president’s State of  the
Union was when he talked about trade.

You’re in a big agricultural community
here. There is no bigger winner in trade
agreements than agriculture. This ad-
ministration hasn’t negotiated a single
trade agreement in six years. We ratified
three, but they were held over from the
Bush administration. We did Columbia,
Panama and Korea. The rest of  the world
is entering into trade agreements and
taking advantage of  the global economy.
Unfortunately, after I stood up during the
State of  the Union, within 24 hours,
Harry Reid said we’re not doing trade
this year.

There are two areas of  potential agree-
ment … I will remind you that I’ve negoti-
ated every deal that’s been made between
Republicans and Democrats in the last six
year, every one of  them … I’m not opposed
to dealing with the other side. All of  this
talk about disfunction in Washington, we
have differences, but I’ve demonstrated on
every single occasion, whether it was get-
ting the government back up and run-
ning, raising the national debt when we
had to, I’ve been the adult in the room on
every one of  those occasions.

I’m not opposed to doing business with
Barack Obama. That doesn’t mean I like
most of  what he does. I don’t ... but he got
elected. He’s going to be there until Jan-
uary 2017. So my view is let’s see what we
can find that we can agree on and that’s
two things that are very important where
I think there is potential common
ground.
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publicans control the Senate, where they will reverse the sequester that is forcing the reductions in troop lev-

Al Cross
Sticky Note


